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In August 1838, the Scottish painter David Roberts set forth on a journey no professional 
British artist, as he himself was aware, had yet undertaken:1 for nearly a year, his itinerary was 
to take him down the Valley of the Nile as far as Abu Simbel in Nubia, across the Sinai desert, 
through the newly discovered Petra, to conclude with an extensive tour of the Holy Land. The 
intrepid artist, who travelled independently with a local servant as his only companion, was 
prepared to face the perils of such an expedition, including local conflicts and a near-by 
epidemic of the plague. The result, however, was worth the effort. Roberts was able to collect a 
unique set of views from some of the most recently discovered archaeological sites of the 
region and to turn his expedition into one of the most successful artistic ventures of its time in 
Britain. The images he took back with him provided topographic information about lands 
which had deep cultural interest for western audiences, and of which truthful representation 
was much sought after, as they were becoming more accessible. They fulfilled the Victorians’ 
yearning for new landscapes at a time when the possibilities of picturesque travelling through 
Britain and western Europe had been thoroughly explored. They also brought recognition and 
financial security to Roberts, whom demand for eastern subjects kept employed until the end of 
his life.  
His most remarkable commercial achievement was the production, with the Belgian artist 
Louis Haghe, of the lithographic transcriptions of his travel sketches and drawings, in an 																																																								
1 Roberts, who mentions in his travel notes that he was the first British artist to travel down the Nile, was unaware that a 
young Bristol artist, William James Müller, was visiting Egypt at the same time as him. It is true, however, that the extent of 
his journey was unprecedented. Müller himself ventured no further than Luxor (Llewellyn, 73-76). 	
impressive collection of 247 plates, The Holy Land, Syria, Idumea, Arabia, Egypt and Nubia 
(1842-49).2 The plates, initially produced in installments, were eventually bound together in six 
volumes of fairly large size, with pages of 13 1/2 inches by 20 inches. This large format, which 
was made possible by the use of lithography, sets them apart from most of the Landscape 
annuals, “Landscape illustrations” and other collections of picturesque views that were 
produced at the time, using steel engraving. Nevertheless, one can argue that they fully partake 
of the illustration culture of the time, and agree with John Roland Abbey that they are “one of 
the most elaborate ventures of nineteenth-century publishing” (Abbey, II, 341).  
First of all, like the landscape annuals of the time, they are presented as bound volumes of 
illustrations with a descriptive text. The latter, written by William Brockedon and the Reverend 
George Croly, combined anecdotes of Roberts’s journey together with general historical 
information about the places which are represented. Interestingly, although the text was 
subsequent to the designs, many views were placed within the text as half-page vignettes, as if 
they were illustrations to that text; in other words, they were integrated into a ready-made 
publishing formula that undermined their own precedence as images. Given the large size of 
the lithographs, the effect is that of a giant book, with the text being printed in large letters to 
adapt to the size of the images.  
The other reason why Roberts’s lithographs have to be viewed within the publishing practices 
of the time, is that the artist’s own practice prior to his journey was anchored in that precise 
context. In the 1830s, before visiting the Eastern Mediterranean, Roberts had been involved in 
several noteworthy illustration projects. He had provided drawings of Spain for Robert 
Jennings’ Landscape Annual of 1836, and he had contributed designs for the Finden Brothers’ 
Landscape Illustrations to the Works of Lord Byron (1833-34), as well as for their Landscape 
																																																								
2 David Roberts’ The Holy Land, Syria, Idumea, Arabia, Egypt and Nubia was published by Day & Son between 1842 and 
1849. The lithographs of the Holy Land were first published in 1842, in 2 volumes, with an introduction and commentary by 
Rev. G. Croly. In 1847, they were combined with "Views in ancient Egypt and Nubia", first published in 1846, with an 
introduction and commentary by W. Brockedon.  
Illustrations to the Bible (1835-36). Consequently, he was well-versed in the landscape 
illustration idiom of the day, and knew perfectly well what the requirements of engravers and 
publishers were.  
In this essay, I would like to show that Roberts’s work was so steeped in this context that, 
even as he was travelling and filling his portfolio with sketches, he had in mind the format and 
stylistic conventions of the illustrated book. In order to highlight the significance of this context 
for Roberts’s production, I will first discuss the personal and aesthetic “origins” of his eastern 
landscapes and then confront them with the audience expectations and publishing conventions 
which constrained them. The argument will be mostly based on information provided by 
Roberts’s unpublished travel notes, his Eastern Journal, and analyses of his illustrative style. 
 
A personal journey of discovery 
The motivations of Roberts’s artistic journey to Egypt and the Levant were not explicitly 
commercial. Unlike the many commissioned journeys of artist travellers at the time, it was 
Roberts’s own initiative, and to a great extent may be seen as a personal quest. Roberts’s 
biographer, James Ballantine, claims that it had been “the dream of his life since boyhood” 
(Ballantine, 78), and it is clear that personal fascination for the region’s history played a 
significant part in the artist’s decision to travel to the Near East. His travel notes make it 
obvious that he was an informed tourist, who visited places he had read about, in the works of 
Dominique Vivant Denon, Henry Salt, Giovanni Battista Belzoni or Johann Ludwig Burkhart.3 
He was also an enthusiastic one, who had imagined the East before seeing it and was constantly 
trying to match his heightened expectations of antiquarian or historical sites with reality. His 																																																								3	Roberts makes references to Belzoni’s excavations at Abu Simbel, Offelina, Wady Meharaka, and mentions his excavations 
around the Colossi of Memnon. See David Roberts, Eastern Journal, MS., Edinburgh, National Library of Scotland, i, 86-89, 
95. Roberts also mentions Burkhardt’s explorations in Nubia (i, 84), Salt’s excavations at the Memnonium (i, 47)  and Denon’s 
impressions of Karnak (i, 51). 
 
discovery of Egyptian monuments, in particular, was punctuated by expressions of impatient 
anticipation. Thus, before reaching Dendera, he wrote: “we are now drawing near Dendera The 
most beautiful of the Egyptian temples and I shall soon see whether all my hopes are to be 
realized” (my emphasis) (Roberts, i, 43). His expectations of Karnak, which had been filtered 
for him by Denon’s account of Napoleon’ Egyptian campaign, were equally enthusiastic, 
leading him to seek the exact emotions described by Denon, but also causing momentary 
disappointment: 
 
Like all the other temples on approaching it you are disappointed and I cannot understand 
Denon’s account of the French army stopping in a mass and clasping their hands in an 
extasy of delight on their turning a corner of a mountain and coming in sight of it . (…) It 
is only upon coming near that you are overwhelmed as it were with astonishment 
(Roberts, I, 51-52). 
  
The enthusiasm of the tourist went together with a quest for specific aesthetic experiences. 
Roberts’s Eastern Journal frequently resorts to the tropes of the picturesque or the sublime, 
suggesting that his visual discovery of the Eastern Mediterranean was guided by the desire for 
novel, surprising and exalting visual impressions. Like many of his predecessors in Egypt and 
the Levant, like Denon in his Travels in Upper and Lower Egypt or Belzoni in his Narrative of 
the Operations and Recent Discoveries in Egypt and Nubia, Roberts especially sought the 
sublime astonishment caused by the encounter with monumental ruins, in connection with their 
colossal dimensions. At several points, his notes resort to the topos of the overwhelming of 
perceptual and artistic powers. At Karnak, for example, he exclaims: “Its grandeur cannot be 
imagined (…) It is so far beyond every thing I have ever seen that I can draw no comparison. 
(…) I am fearful painting will scarcely convey any notion of what I mean” (Roberts, i,52). At 
Petra, he writes of the view from the ‘Dier or Convent’: 
 
The view here is magnificent, embracing the valley of El Ghor, Mount Hor (the tomb of 
Aaron crowning the summit), and the whole defile, leading through rocks which make 
you giddy to look over; while the ancient city, in all its extent, is seen stretching along the 
valley. I have often thrown my pencil away in despair of ever being able to convey any 
idea of this extraordinary place.4 
 
For Roberts, aesthetic pleasure could also take the form of picturesque recognition, when the 
otherness of eastern scenery matched the ready-made picturesque formulae which filtered his 
perception of the region, as was common among contemporary European visitors.5 This 
aesthetic bias is once again made obvious in his travel notes, in which he repeatedly expressed 
his disappointment with monotonous desert scenery or colourless Egyptian villages, made of 
Nile mud,6 and his predilection for scenes which readily provided perspectival layering and 
structuring components like ruins and vegetation. His delight when reaching Philae, for 
example, was that of the typical picturesque tourist: 
 
A paradise in the midst of desolation. Its ruins even at a distance are more picturesque 
than any I have seen, perhaps this may be owing to the high barren rocks by which it is 																																																								
4 David Roberts, Eastern Journal, ii, 7 March 1839 (the page numbers in the second volume are not consistent or missing).	
5 An interesting account of this attitude may be found in Nigel Leask’s Curiosity and the Aesthetics of Travel Writing, 1770-
1840. 
6 At one stage, he complains about a village near Edfou: “as for the picturesque colouring of weather stains which one painter 
delights in, it is unknown: nothing is here but the Nile mud” (i, 59). Elsewhere, he describes a ruined suburb of Ghyrshe as 
unpicturesque for the same reason: “From the circumstances of its running up, the steep ascent of the hills, it brought to my 
remembrance the moorish towns in a similar position to be found in Andalusia, but with this difference that even the ruins of 
the latter are picturesque, whilst these, from being composed of the blue clay of the Nile, which is never even whitewashed, 
have to me, an almost unearthly appearance.” (i, 106) 
surrounded. To me it brought recollections of my fatherland, by reminding me of the first 
descent upon Roslin Castle; why or wherefore I can scarcely tell (i, 70). 
 
As Roberts’s reaction reveals, what makes Philae picturesque is its vegetation (“a paradise in 
the midst of desolation”), the natural framing of “high barren rocks”, but most importantly its 
similarities with a celebrated subject from the British repertoire. The artist was looking for 
intense aesthetic experiences, but especially for ones that could be mediated by the polite 
aesthetics of the day.  
This artistic and touristic enthusiasm was often mingled with genuine curiosity for eastern 
people and their customs. Roberts’s Eastern Journal includes large sections of ethnographic 
descriptions, mixed with travel anecdotes and moral commentary. These descriptions suggest 
that Roberts was not simply travelling as an artist, but was driven by the same yearning for 
positivist knowledge as most Victorian travellers. In other words, he valued the experience of 
travel per se, without always thinking of the commercial outcome of his expedition.  
The fact that Roberts’s personal interest predated any commercial project even leads to a 
signficant discrepancy between the lithographs and the contents of the travel notes. While the 
latter are filled with individual anecdotes which foreground specific human activities, the plates 
tend to represent local actors as elegant staffage caught in static, idle poses. Not many of the 
lithographic plates actually represent the local customs that are described at length in the 
journal. Among the exceptions is a plate showing a “Conference of Arabs” at Petra (fig. 1). 
Here Roberts depicts a scene which he had personally witnessed, and described in his journal: 
the image shows Fellaheen Arabs conducting a legal deliberation about a theft, in which the 
successive speakers hold a sword, each in turn. Obviously, Roberts had been sufficiently 
impressed by the event to deem it worthy of depiction. Another example of visual ethnographic 
description is the “Encampment of the Aulad-Said” (fig. 2):  this plate depicts the small 
community based in the vicinity of Mount Serbal and its nomadic lifestyle, giving information 
about the way the tents are pitched (with laundry drying on the ropes) and the pastoral and 
economic activities, with a small herd of goats in the foreground and a caravan arriving in the 
background. Such images, however, are relatively exceptional. In most cases, local people are 
depicted as unindividuated picturesque figures, and the contemporary local interest remains 
secondary. Usually, it is overshadowed by the magnificence of antique architecture or natural 
scenery. In the depictions of archeological sites, of Petra or of Egyptian monuments, the figures 
dressed in local clothing only seem to mediate the rapture of the viewer confronted with this 
mixture of architectural and natural sublime. They are not interesting as individual local 
figures, and for all we know, they might be tourists dressed in oriental clothes.  
The universalizing visual idiom of the plates, the dulling of individual features and 
ethnographic specificities in particular, suggest that the experience of travel which Roberts 
sought, and reported in his journal, was considerably altered by its visual transcription. While 
the travel notes put forward the individual experience of places and people, the lithographs 
minimize this individual dimension. To understand that, one should take into account the fact 
that the plates are, to a large extent, the product of a specific publishing context, at least as 
much as of a personal experience.  
 
Roberts’s commercial motivations 
A number of business-minded comments in Roberts’s journal and letters make it obvious that 
as he was travelling, he had in mind the Victorian publishing market. Even though he was not 
working on commission, he had an informal agreement with the Finden brothers before he left 
Britain, which he mentions in his journal where he says that he had “promised to give Messrs 
Finden the refusal of the work”.7 Interestingly, it was not a firm contract, and the Finden 
																																																								
7 Robert, Eastern Journal, ii, May 12th, 1839. 
brothers eventually withdrew from it when they realized how costly the publication of 
Roberts’s views was going to be; but that in itself is significant. Perhaps precisely because there 
was no firm contract, perhaps because the whole expedition was a commercial wager, Roberts 
was especially working with engravers’ requirements and Victorian audiences in mind. To 
begin with, he knew how much they craved novelty, and he was careful to hunt for scenes that 
few artists had shown before him. His adventurous approach to travelling owed much to this 
requirement. He travelled as far as Nubia, in conditions that at the time were dangerous for 
tourists, explicitly in search of new visual material. In his journal, he noted that while his 
English fellow travellers stopped at the second cataract of the Nile, this was where he would 
start drawing seriously: “we have hitherto kept together, and intend doing so as far as the 
second cataract, where I commence drawing” (Roberts, i, 34). And upon concluding his trip 
along the Nile, he wrote a proud but also pragmatic comment that showed to what extent he 
was working with the British public in mind: 
 
I am the first artist at least from England that has yet been here and there is much in this. 
The French work I now find conveys no idea of these splendid remains. We shall see 
what impression they make in England (i, 158-59).  
 
As this businesslike comment suggests, Roberts knew that novelty was essential to make an 
“impression” on British audiences. This awareness also accounts for a two-month stay in Cairo. 
Soon before reaching the city, Roberts noted in his journal: “Now for Cairo and the architecture 
of the Moslems which is much less known than even the Egyptian” (i, 126). And once in Cairo, 
he obtained the unprecedented permission to sketch inside mosques. To that end, he agreed to 
wear Turkish clothing and shave off his whiskers. This compliance allowed him, in his own 
words, to “be about the first professional man who has sat down here to make a drawing” (i, 
165), and he made the most of the opportunity by producing detailed and splendid views of the 
interior of mosques. 
Commercial motivations were also behind his journey through the Sinai and the Holy Land, 
even if his personal religious interest for the region was undeniable. He was well aware that 
there was a growing audience for literalist Biblical landscapes. He had recently been asked to 
redraw travellers’ sketches of the region for the Finden brothers’ Landscape Illustrations of the 
Bible (1836). And through that particular publishing project, he must have realized that there 
were opportunities for artists who could provide the real thing, that is to say their own 
unmediated transcription of Bible lands.  
More generally, he knew that Victorian audiences expected authentic transcriptions of places 
that were gradually coming within the scope of British influence and knowledge. The flowering 
of illustration in the period owes much to this widespread yearning for documentary realism 
and for positivist knowledge. The artist travellers of the time were expected to act as 
topographic reporters, providing truthful and detailed views of little known places. The 
reception of Roberts’s views of the East makes it obvious that his images, however much they 
toned down the particularities and individual features of local life, satisfied contemporary 
expectations of documentary realism. His sketches, and then the lithographs, were immediately 
praised for their accuracy, which was said to derive naturally from the artist’s authentic 
travelling experience, in contrast with previous imaginary representations. Ruskin in particular 
made it clear that topographic accuracy was their forte. According to him, Roberts’s sketches 
“were the first studies ever made conscientiously by an English painter, not to exhibit his own 
skill, or make capital out of his subjects, but to give true portraiture of scenes of historical and 
religious interest” (Ruskin, 166). But this supposed accuracy was also eventually considered to 
be their weakness. Ruskin actually compared Roberts to “a kind of grey mirror” and claimed 
that his views were in fact so literal that they were soon made irrelevant by photography, which 
could be even more precise (Abbey, ii, 341).  
As Ruskin’s criticism suggests, Roberts’s sketches and the lithographs derived from them 
were perceived by contemporaries as completely truthful topographic transcriptions. I would 
like to argue that such a mimetic assumption mostly suggests that Roberts was particularly 
attuned to Victorian expectations. His production was in agreement with what Gombrich would 
have called their “horizon of expectation” (Gombrich, 60), their visual habits, in particular 
habits that had been formed in the decade that preceded his journey. 
 
Stylistic “origins” 
Roberts’s supposedly “neutral” style was what had become in the 1830s the standard idiom of 
landscape illustrations, and it was far from being simply mimetic. To begin with, it was steeped 
in a specific literary tradition. The 1830s were the time of landscape illustrations to a number of 
romantic authors, including Scott, Roger, and Byron. These authors were representative of the 
new Romantic historiography, which insisted on the central place of the imagination in the 
representation of history. Much of their literary production was based on the idea that, in order 
to truly understand the past, one had to go beyond simple facts, feel the spirit of places and 
commune with the past through the imagination.  
In the 1830s, J.M.W. Turner and a group of illustrators including James Duffield Harding, 
Clarkson Stanfield, and Richard Westall, had worked on ways to visualize this historiographic 
approach in illustrations. Given the small format of steel engraving, they had devised a 
repertoire of convenient formulae, that efficiently connected past and present, and that 
efficiently conveyed the diachronic dimension of landscape. Among these formulae, a recurrent 
one was the insertion of contemporary staffage within antiquarian sites or settings that were 
fraught with historical symbolism. Another one was the juxtaposition of different architectural 
periods, which enhanced the historical layering of places. The illustrators also used simple 
symbolism connoting historical transience or cycles. The motifs of the setting sun, waterfalls, 
or simply ruined fragments of ancient monuments were recurrent features of these illustrations.  
The major contributor to this repertoire, and to the style that went along with it, was Turner, 
who deeply shared the historical vision of the Romantic writers whom he illustrated. His 
designs for the 1830 edition of Rogers’s Italy are an early example of his illustrative work. In 
the watercolour sketch for “Val d’Aosta” (fig. 3), one can see how, from the start, Turner 
managed to convey the historical layeredness of a place in simple and efficient terms: the 
contemporary human inscription is literally foregrounded by the motif of the cross, whose date 
(1826) refers to very recent history, as well as the man with the donkey, and the vegetation just 
behind him. Behind them, the depiction of the town highlights the succession of historical eras 
through the juxtaposition of architectural styles (and the emphasis on Roman architecture). 
Finally, in the distance, the most ancient layer of all, the geological layer of the Alps, can be 
discerned. The historical stratification is enhanced by the gradation of tones, with the darkest 
tones of the foreground corresponding to the most recent inscription on the landscape. Even in 
these early illustrations, Turner already made use of the vignette style which consisted in letting 
the edges of the picture fade into the blank margins of the page. He obviously saw this device 
as a means to liberate visual representation from its quadrilateral boundaries, but also as a 
means to connote transience, and to enhance his historical vision. Most of his illustrations to 
Rogers’s Italy conveyed historical transience and layeredness in a similar manner.  
This visual idiom, which conveyed the historical depth of places, was so efficient that it soon 
became a standard formula of illustrators in the 1830s. It was noticeably used for John 
Murray’s seventeen-volume edition of the The Works of Lord Byron, with his letters and 
journals, and his life, by Thomas Moore, Esq. (1832-34), which featured two vignette 
illustrations per volume (as title-pages and frontispieces). It proved particularly adequate to 
visualize the theme of the fall of empires which is central to Byron’s poetry.  
David Roberts knew this visual idiom well, as he had contributed illustrations to Byron, but 
mostly because of his involvement in the Finden brothers’ Landscape illustrations to the Bible, 
to which he and Turner had both contributed several drawings. As he considered the Eastern 
Mediterranean to be fraught with biblical historical significance, one of his purposes in his 
views of the region was to convey its historical layeredness, to visualize the diachronic 
dimension of landscape, to connect past and present, and to reflect about the transience of 
human achievements. Unsurprisingly, in order to achieve that, he resorted to the conventions of 
the contemporary landscape illustrations, and found much inspiration in Turner’s historical 
landscapes.  
Roberts’s adaptation of this fashionable idiom may be said to have been rather formulaic, but 
he made the most of such conventions to apprehend desert or unfamiliar landscapes, and even 
devised new ways of enhancing the geo-historical vision that they conveyed. I will only discuss 
two plates, even though the lithographs provide numerous examples of this practice. “Town of 
Tiberias, looking towards Lebanon” (fig. 4), a vignette design from the first volume of The 
Holy Land, is characteristic of this approach. The design shows the town of Tiberias in the 
middle distance, against a mountainous background, with the sea of Galilee in the foreground. 
The whole composition enhances the passing of time and the transience of human 
achievements, as is made obvious by the ruins of the ancient Roman baths of the town, in the 
foreground, and the juxtaposition of ancient and contemporary architecture. The melancholy 
message is, as usual with Roberts and his contemporaries, enhanced by the presence of 
contemplative staffage in the foreground. It is also heightened by the earthy lithographic tints 
used by Haghe, which are closely based on Roberts’s sketching palette. These hues evoke the 
apparent blending of the town into its natural surroundings, and suggest that human inscriptions 
are becoming absorbed into the topography of the place, as if they were one geological layer 
among others. Finally, like Turner, Roberts uses the vignette style quite masterfully to 
emphasize this sense of transience and dissolution.  
In his view of “Askelon” (fig. 5), which is quite typical of the Holy Land lithographs, Roberts 
once again combines contemporary staffage, ancient ruins and geological detail to convey the 
passing of time and the successive strata that are combined in the topography of the place. He 
especially makes visible the precariousness of humanity’s inscription. The substructure of the 
temple in the middle ground has become a thin geological layer among others, while the towers 
in the distance seem to be in the process of becoming part of the hills again. The figures in the 
foreground, as often in the lithographs, are idle, and have been interpreted as a criticism of the 
backwardness of contemporary inhabitants of the region.8 They can also be seen as simple 
picturesque devices, giving an exotic touch to the lithographs. If one views them in the 
publishing context of the 1830s, however, their significance becomes more poignant: they 
become a historical counterpoint, as contemporary figures who are both dwarfed by the 
magnificence of past achievements and powerless in the face of the passing of time. Roberts 
made the most of a formulaic idiom to convey a tragic conception of history.  
 
 
Among all the factors accounting for David Roberts’s The Holy Land, Syria, Idumea, Arabia, 
Egypt and Nubia, the publishing context of the 1830s was particularly decisive. Because of 
such a context, Roberts’s transcription of Egypt and the Holy Land, contrary to what Ruskin 
claimed, could not be that of a grey mirror. Far from being a neutral topographic transcription, 
it was not only filled with the picturesque conventions of the time, but also constrained by a 
Romantic historical vision which owed much to the contemporary practice of landscape 
																																																								
8 See for example Kenneth Bendiner’s article, “David Roberts in the Near East: Social and Religious Themes”.  
illustration and Turner’s contribution to it. In this respect, it met the audience expectations of 
the time rather than provided the accurate transcription that the same audiences believed they 
were seeing. The eventual success of the lithographs was largely due to the fact that they 
applied what had become an effective commercial formula to the otherness of eastern places. 
At the same time, this very success was also due to Roberts’s ability to adapt well-known 
conventions to specific scenery. As we have seen, for example, he enhanced the historical 
depth of Middle Eastern geographies ; or he and Haghe made the most of the limited range of 
lithographic tints to transcribe the sandy and earthy hues of the Eastern Mediterranean, and thus 
convey what Roberts thought to be unpicturesque. In other words, the unfamiliar scenery was 
not subsumed under a pre-given formula, but the formula was adjusted to take into account its 
resistance to the western viewer. 
Frederick Bohrer, in a study based on reception theories, presents exoticism (within which he 
includes Orientalism) as a process caught between the expectations of western audiences and 
the resistance of the represented objects (11-17). Following Hans Robert Jauss, Bohrer writes 
of a “horizon of expectation” within which western culture absorbs eastern objects, and which 
reshapes itself by the very same process (24). Roberts, whose practice was anchored in the 
publishing context of his day, obviously worked within such a horizon; but he also pushed it 
back a little, and reshaped it, by accepting to adapt the familiar conventions of his time to 
unfamiliar scenery.  
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